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THE DISTRIBUTION OF CADENCE S
IN THE DE MUNDI TRANSITU
OF ST. COLUMBAN
In the recently published edition of the works of St . Colum-
ban L . BIELER has written of one of the poems : a The vers e
of the De mundi transitu is neither metrical nor rhythmical ;
its principle is a simple count of syllables » 1. Of the same poem
D . NORBERG has said that its metre is based on the iambi c
dimeter catalectic, but « it ne reste du vers original clue le nombre
des syllabes ». Of its 120 lines, he says, 57 end with a paroxy-
tone word (p ; e. g . transibit, z) and 63 with a proparoxytone
(pp ; e . g . sílbri'it, 1o) 2 . From each of these accounts it migh t
be inferred that the poet was indifferent to the effect of th e
cadence (p or pp) at the end of the line . The purpose of thi s
paper is to show that cadences are not distributed at random
through the poem, that not only are they used to unify a ver y
large number of individual stanzas, but that they also have a
structural function in the poem as a whole .
Since the second and fourth lines of each stanza normall y
rime 3 , there are eight possible arrangements of cadences :
PPPP (= 4 x P), PPPPP,PPPPPP ( =2 x PPP),PPPPP ,
PP PP PP PP (= 4 x PP), PP PP P PP, P PP P PP (= 2 X P PP) 1
I . L . BIELER in Sancti Columbani Opera, ed . G. S . M. WALKER (Scriptore s
Latini Hiberniae, II), Dublin, 1957, p . LXXXII ; cf . M. EsrosiTO, Class . et Med.
XXI, 196o, p . 199 . The present study is based on WALI{ER ' S text, pp . 182, 184 .
2. D . NORBERG, Introduction à l'étude de la versification latine médiévale ,
Stockholm, 1958, p. 128 . In fact only 11g lines have been transmitted ; see the
apparatus criticus post 105 ' .
3. BIELER, op . Cit ., p . LXXXII, n . i, notes the exceptions to this . Only in stanz a
18 are the cadences of the second and fourth lines prima facie different (bibers /
ridere) .
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p pp pp pp . If the poet in constructing his verses were concerned
only with having the right number of syllables in each line and
with riming the second and fourth lines of each stanza, it i s
reasonable to suppose that there would be no very marked
preference for certain of these schemata as opposed to other s
among them. An examination of the text, however, shows
that this is not so . Of the twenty nine stanzas under conside -
ration 1 ten are 4 X p : I, 2, 4 2 , 5, 6, 8 3 , 9, 10 4 , zi 6 , 29 . Ten
are 4 X pp : 14, 15, 16, 17 6 , 19, 20, 22, 23, 24 7, 27 8 . Three con-
sist of a repeated couplet (2 x p pp) : 3, 12, 13 . Four have the
schema pp pp p pp : 7, 21, 28, 30 9 . Two are prima facie single-
tons : 25 (pp p p p) to and 26 (p pp pp pp) . The two other ar-
rangements of cadences do not seem to occur.
Among the schemata at the poet's disposal those have been pre-
ferred which impart the greatest degree of unity to the individua l
stanzas . Two thirds of these are purely p or pp . If to these are
added the three which are 2 X p pp, an arrangement which
eaves on the reader a clear impression of the stanza as a unit ,
more than three quarters of the stanzas are accounted for 1 1
Of the remaining seven, four or possibly five have the schema
pp pp p pp, which may be regarded as a variation on 4 X pp :
lines 1 and 2 establish the pp-cadence, 3 departs from it an d
4 returns to it in a final and satisfying way .
Furthermore the distribution of the various schemata is scar-
cely fortuitous . The earlier part of the poem, ending with stanz a
1. For the remaining stanza see the preceding note and below, n . 9 .
2. ólî2, 16 .
3. tenibras, 29 .
4. iniP?s, 39 .
5. coisvénit (pres .), 41 . Cf . NORBERG, O . Cit ., pp . 14 f .
6. fiev éssi sent, 65 .
7. ndn-genaat, 95 . Cf . NORBERG, p . 26 .
8. This stanza is incomplete : pp-pp pp (audita est, 108) .
g. If riders is read in 1 . 72 (cf . NORBERG, p . 16), stanza 18 also, which has bee n
omitted from the above survey (see p. 147, n . 3), belongs to this group .
lo . With three of the lines ending in -dui, or -itur, other readings are possible :
2 X pp p (but see the next note) and 4 X pp . See NORBERG, p. 16 (for retinetu r
cf . miscitur cited there) .
11 . It is noteworthy that the alternative schema of couplets (2 X pp p) does no t
appear to occur (but see the preceding note) . Cf . the account of a poem by Jona s
of Bobbio given by NORBERG, pp . 141 f .
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rr, is dominated by 4 X p 1 . A second main section, stanza 14 t o
the end, is mainly 4 X pp, and with one exception (7) all ins
-
tances of pp pp p pp occur in this part . Two (12, 13) of the three
stanzas of 2 X p pp form a bridge between these two sections 2 .
There is no example of 4 X pp in the first part, but there is one
of 4 X p in the second (29), at the penultimate position, wher e
it will perhaps remind the reader of the form which dominate d
the opening of the poem. It is not suggested that all these fea-
tures were planned by the poet, but it can be urged with confi-
dence that they are unlikely to have appeared in the work of
one who was indifferent to the effects of the cadence .
Belfast
	
M. J. McGANN .
1. After stanza 11 there is a break in the development of the thought as well as
an abandonment of 4 x p as the predominant type of stanza .
2. These stanzas are distinguished from those which precede and follow als o
in that they are largely derived from Scripture (see WALKER, p . 182) .
